Hepatitis B e-antigen titres for evaluating infectivity during hepatitis B virus infection.
By means of an ELISA the level of hepatitis B e-antigen (HBeAg) titre was determined in 51 patients with acute and 123 patients with persistent hepatitis B virus (HBV) infection. We also investigated 120 sera of these patients for infectivity by detecting HBV-specific DNA polymerase (DNA-P). Additional determination of the HBeAg titre revealed that the detection of HBeAg at a dilution of at least 1:50 correlates with the detection of DNA-P in 95% of cases, while in sera with an HBeAg titre of 1:25 or less DNA-P is only detectable in up to 5% of cases. Since the detection of DNA-P indicates high infectivity, certain titres of HBeAg can be employed to differentiate three different degrees of infectivity: (1) Sera without HBeAg show no or only little infectivity; (2) sera containing HBeAg greater than or equal to 1:50 are highly infectious; (3) HBeAg titres up to 1:25 indicate a medium degree of infectivity. These three markers for different degrees of infectivity were applied to study the course of infectivity during acute and persistent forms of HBV infection. In acute hepatitis B the period for the elimination of HBeAg is independent of the HBeAg titre in the first serum sample. In all cases the elimination of HBeAg in acute hepatitis B did not exceed 4 months. Patients with persistent HBV infection and an initial HBeAg titre greater than or equal to 1:50 remained at this high degree of infectivity for at least 18-30 months in 70% of cases. Only 30% of this collective showed a decrease in infectivity.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)